Obesity is an important risk factor for diabetes. Diabetes is a disease in which blood sugar is too high and increases the risk for cardiovascular diseases, such as heart attacks. Exercise is important not only to help reduce waist circumference but also to improve blood sugar control and cardiovascular health. Higher-intensity exercise (that is, working harder during the exercise session) will allow the same total amount of exercise to be completed in a shorter period than lower-intensity exercise, but whether it also results in a greater reduction in waist circumference or other health benefits is not clear.
What is the problem and what is known about it so far?
Obesity is an important risk factor for diabetes. Diabetes is a disease in which blood sugar is too high and increases the risk for cardiovascular diseases, such as heart attacks. Exercise is important not only to help reduce waist circumference but also to improve blood sugar control and cardiovascular health. Higher-intensity exercise (that is, working harder during the exercise session) will allow the same total amount of exercise to be completed in a shorter period than lower-intensity exercise, but whether it also results in a greater reduction in waist circumference or other health benefits is not clear.
Why did the researchers do this particular study?
To determine whether it matters if an exercise regimen involving the same total amount of exercise is completed at a lower or higher intensity.
Who was studied? 300 adults with abdominal obesity who did not have diabetes.
How was the study done?
Participants were randomly assigned to complete 5 exercise sessions each week that involved either a lower or higher total amount of low-or high-intensity exercise. Each session was supervised by a trainer to monitor the amount and intensity of exercise. A control group of participants was also asked not to engage in any structured exercise during the study, which lasted 24 weeks. The researchers measured the waist circumference (size) and weight of all participants at the beginning of and throughout the study. In addition, they measured cardiovascular fitness and analyzed how well the body controlled blood sugar.
What did the researchers find?
Compared with the control group, each exercise group reduced waist circumference and greater reduction in body weight. But performing the same amount of exercise at a higher intensity did not result in a greater reduction in waist size or more weight loss than doing so at a lower intensity. The participants in the high-intensity groups did, however, have a greater increase in cardiovascular fitness by the end of the study than those in the lower-intensity groups. In addition, an improvement was seen in how well the body controlled blood sugar in the high-intensity exercise groups only.
What were the limitations of the study?
The participants did not have diabetes, so the long-term benefit of better control of blood sugar was not clear.
What are the implications of the study?
This study suggests that waist circumference may be reduced equally by low-or high-intensity exercise as long as the same total amount of exercise is performed (for example, walking the same total distance in either 60 or 40 minutes); also, blood sugar control seems to improve more with higher-intensity exercise. It is not known, however, what the long-term health benefits are of the improved blood sugar control seen in people without diabetes, such as the participants in this study. Summaries for Patients are a service provided by Annals to help patients better understand the complicated and often mystifying language of modern medicine.
Summaries for Patients are presented for informational purposes only. These summaries are not a substitute for advice from your own medical provider. If you have questions about this material, or need medical advice about your own health or situation, please contact your physician. The summaries may be reproduced for not-for-profit educational purposes only. Any other uses must be approved by the American College of Physicians.
